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The first request arrived before the music.

TURN ROUND.

Sana checked the little preview of herself in the corner. Her whole body was in the frame, as promised. Face, shoulders, feet. Behind her, the studio’s emergency exit glowed a green she had spent twelve minutes trying to make less municipal.

‘Evening to you too,’ she said.

Six people were watching. One left.

She had imagined the beginning would be the easy part. A welcome, a joke about being nervous, then the routine she had rehearsed until the woman renting the next studio asked whether the speaker had developed a fault. Instead she was standing in a black vest and loose trousers, smiling at a phone that appeared to be reconsidering her.

A second message rose through the first.

hi sana x

‘Hi.’ She leaned forward to read the name. ‘Martin.’

Too much. She had said it as though he had arrived with flowers.

The heating came on with a clank. Someone in the corridor dragged something heavy past the door. At the top of her screen, the red counter had reached forty-three seconds.

‘Right. I’m going to start before I introduce you to the radiator.’

She pressed play on the laptop balanced on a chair. The opening bars filled the room, familiar enough to settle something under her ribs. She moved back to the small cross of masking tape on the floor.

On the third count, her body took over the useful jobs.

Weight into her right heel. Let the knee soften. Wait longer than felt reasonable before turning her head. In rehearsal she had kept arriving at the next movement too early, anxious to prove she knew where it was. Now she allowed the pause. Her shoulder followed her gaze; the rest of her came afterwards.

For a few seconds there was only the pleasant work of it. The floor held. Her trousers moved around her legs. She could hear the bass properly here, through a speaker rather than the thin, apologetic sound of her phone in her bedroom.

Then a little coloured square appeared on the screen.

She looked.

Her foot landed outside the tape.

It was not a fall. Nobody who had paid nine pounds to see her was likely to consider it a fall. But she knew the difference between taking a step and arriving somewhere by accident, and her mouth tightened before she could stop it.

She finished the phrase. Let her hand travel down her own arm. Turned back towards the lens.

Eleven people now.

The coloured square had been a tip.

Five pounds.

She nearly smiled in the wrong place.

* * *
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AT SEVEN THAT EVENING, Leah had watched Sana attach the phone to its stand and asked whether she was sure about the angle.

‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘You look like you’re being interviewed about a flood.’

Sana had lowered the stand.

‘Now?’

‘Much more expensive flood.’

They had laughed, which had helped. Then Leah’s phone had rung, and she had stepped into the corridor to explain to somebody that a van could be outside a building without being outside the correct building.

Leah was in Leicester for a production job, staying with her sister, and had given Sana forty minutes between other people’s problems. She had not come to supervise. Sana had invited her because the room was cheaper than courage and she could, for once, afford both.

The studio cost thirty-six pounds for ninety minutes. Sana had paid from her wages. The money on Sidelight was still a number waiting to become money she could use.

Twenty-three subscribers at nine pounds each. Two weeks of posts, one short routine filmed against her bedroom wall, a slower one filmed here, and a photograph she had almost deleted because she liked herself in it too much.

The photograph had done better than the routines.

She understood why. She had chosen it for the same reason.

Leah returned carrying two bottles of water and a packet of crisps.

‘Dinner,’ she said. ‘For athletes.’

‘Don’t open those. I’ll eat them.’

‘That was the proposal.’

Sana sat on the floor to stretch. Leah put a bottle beside her foot and looked at the sign taped to the studio door: SESSION IN PROGRESS. PLEASE KNOCK.

‘Does whoever owns this place know what you’re doing?’

‘Filming paid dance content. Yes.’

‘Good.’

‘You sound like a council inspector.’

‘I spent this morning finding a replacement smoke machine. I’ve lost access to my softer qualities.’

Sana folded over her leg. The pull through her hamstring was steady, manageable. She stayed there until Leah stopped looking at her.

‘It’s not a private show,’ Sana said into her knee.

‘I didn’t ask.’

‘I know. I’m explaining.’

‘To the knee?’

Sana sat up.

The account description was clear. Dance films, live sessions, behind the scenes. Adults only. No nudity, no private meetings. She had written it six times, each version sounding either defensive or like the opening of a disappointing contract.

There was no point pretending she had chosen Sidelight because of its commitment to choreography. She had seen what people sold there. She had also seen dancers making work she liked, women who looked as though they enjoyed choosing how much of themselves to put in a frame. Riya Kapoor had a page. Not that Riya needed Sana’s nine pounds, but Sana had paid it anyway.

Part research. Part curiosity. A surprisingly expensive way to check whether another woman had cellulite.

She did. It had improved Sana’s opinion of the entire internet for most of an afternoon.

‘You can stop a live,’ Leah said. ‘You don’t owe them the full forty minutes if somebody behaves like an arse.’

‘Then nobody would ever finish anything online.’

‘You know what I mean.’

Sana did. She wanted Leah to go before gratitude made her cry or caution made her change clothes.

At the door, Leah touched her shoulder.

‘Your dancing’s good.’

‘You’re allowed to say the trousers are flattering.’

‘The trousers are doing an excellent supporting job.’

Then she was gone, and Sana checked her reflection in the dark phone screen before turning it on.

* * *
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THE ROUTINE ENDED. Sana held the last position for an extra beat, then walked towards the camera with her breathing still high in her chest.

‘That,’ she said, ‘was supposed to happen with considerably less facial concentration.’

Three laughing faces appeared.

She had never been so grateful for badly drawn yellow circles.

‘Water break. You can have one as well. Very inclusive class.’

A message from someone called NorthStar slid into view.

that bit with your shoulders. again?

She liked that. The shoulders. Somebody had noticed a thing she had actually done.

‘The slow section?’

YES TURN ROUND THIS TIME

The first person again. Gaz77. She could already recognise his capitals with the unpleasant familiarity of a colleague’s cough.

Another message followed.

show us that arse then

Sana’s hand paused on the bottle cap.

She had expected it. Expecting something did not prevent the small physical jolt of having it addressed specifically to you.

The vest had a low back. She had chosen it. She had checked how the trousers sat across her hips, then checked again after deciding she was being ridiculous. She wanted to be looked at. Apparently that did not mean she wanted every thought delivered like a parcel without packaging.

‘You’ll get the back when the front’s finished,’ she said.

More laughing faces. A heart.

She laughed too, a little late.

For a moment, she liked him for giving her the line. Then he asked whether she could twerk on his lap, and the feeling passed.

‘Ambitious use of a phone, Gaz.’

She found the mute option, pressed it, and immediately worried that everybody had seen her looking for it.

NorthStar sent: the shoulders yes.

‘Right. Those I can do.’

She replayed the section, first facing the camera, then sideways. The second time she slowed it down without explaining. Teaching would have changed the atmosphere. She did not want to turn the room into a lesson just because somebody had made her uncomfortable.

She enjoyed the movement. Enjoyed knowing that the turn exposed her back.

A tip arrived. Three pounds.

‘Thank you,’ she said, and managed not to say it as though the donor had funded a hospital.

Fourteen people. Then sixteen.

One name disappeared. She noticed that too.

* * *
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SIX WEEKS EARLIER, she had spent a Tuesday evening in this building wearing silver trousers and holding a pose beside a display of portable lights.

Leah’s production company needed four dancers for a short promotional film. One had dropped out. There was a fee of a hundred and twenty pounds, food, and no requirement to explain what Sana had been doing for the previous three years.

She had nearly said no because she was working that evening. Bev swapped shifts before Sana could make the obstacle sound permanent.

On the shoot, her calves shook during the second take. She had forgotten how tiring it was to do something again because a stranger disliked where a cable lay. But between takes she marked a phrase across the floor, and one of the other dancers joined her. Then another. Nothing came of it. They had laughed and returned to their marks.

She thought about those ninety seconds for days.

Afterwards she posted a short piece of her own, using the studio time she had booked with part of the fee. A few people from university shared it. Someone asked where she taught. Someone else sent a message that began respectfully and ended without trousers.

The interest was small enough to explain away and large enough to check before breakfast.

She booked another hour.

The page came later. Her decision, made on a Sunday afternoon while her mother watched a cooking programme downstairs and a load of laundry failed to dry over the banister.

She could afford one class a week. Two if she stopped pretending bought lunches were an unavoidable employment expense. What she wanted was time in a room like this without having to calculate how many shirts she had folded to stand there.

She also wanted to look at a picture of herself without wondering whether the best part had happened already.

The second reason did not appear in her budget.

* * *
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HALFWAY THROUGH THE live, someone asked if she had a boyfriend.

Sana was sitting on the floor, one knee up, trying to look less tired than she was.

‘That’s not in tonight’s choreography.’

lol fair

are you on here every friday?

She had advertised one live. One. She had been careful about that.

‘Not every Friday. I’ll put dates up.’

where you from?

‘Leicester.’

A beat.

‘The glamorous bit. Near a shop.’

The chat moved on. She relaxed enough to answer a question about how long she had danced, which was easy until she reached the gap.

‘Since I was little. Trained at uni. Then I did other work for a bit.’

She reached for her bottle.

‘Still do.’

Nobody asked why. It was almost rude how quickly they accepted the information.

A viewer called Mags wrote that she had found the page through the silver-trousers clip and liked the footwork. Sana felt an immediate, disproportionate wish to justify the subscription.

‘There’s a faster one I haven’t finished,’ she said. ‘I can show you a bit.’

She had not planned to do it. It was untidy in the middle, and she had intended to keep the live slow enough that she could speak between pieces. But she stood, found the track, and forgot the phone for most of a minute.

The unfinished section caught her as expected. She stopped, laughed, and tried the transition again.

‘No. Hang on.’

This time she got through it. Not cleanly, but through.

She looked at the screen, warm all over.

nice

prefer the first one

can you move closer

Mags sent two clapping hands.

Sana read all four responses twice, though they did not change.

* * *
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AT THIRTY-EIGHT MINUTES, Martin asked whether messages were included.

She was standing beside the chair, gathering the session towards an ending. The account had a message button. Of course people could use it. She had not decided what that meant beyond the obvious.

‘You can message, yes.’

like actually you replying?

‘Actually me. Unless my mother takes over, in which case you’ll be asked whether you’ve eaten.’

He sent a laughing face.

She could have left it there.

‘I’ll have a look later,’ she added.

It sounded friendly. It cost nothing to say.

When she ended the live, the room returned so abruptly that she heard the fluorescent fitting above the door.

For a few seconds she stood without moving. There was nobody to signal to, no chat to follow. Her bare shoulders cooled.

Then she laughed, once, loudly.

She had done it.

The screen showed eighteen pounds in tips. Twenty-seven subscribers now. She took a screenshot before the numbers could change, then felt foolish and sent it to Leah anyway.

Leah replied with three fireworks and a photograph of a van outside a loading bay.

WE BOTH ACHIEVED SOMETHING TONIGHT.

Sana sat on the floor to put on her socks. One had turned inside out in her bag. The ordinary difficulty of getting it back the right way made her happier than it should have.

She had been good in places. Funny in places. There had been a minute when she was neither checking nor remembering to check. She wanted to do that faster piece again.

A knock came at the door.

‘Five minutes,’ the caretaker called.

‘Thanks.’

She wiped the floor where her water had spilled, restored the chair, and pulled a sweatshirt over the vest. On her way out, she checked the messages.

Nine.

One was a photograph she had not asked for. She closed it, annoyed less by the surprise than by the confidence that it constituted an introduction.

Another was from Martin.

really enjoyed tonight. nice talking to someone normal for once.

She stood beside the shoe rack, one trainer on, reading it.

Normal was an odd compliment after forty minutes spent trying to look worth paying for. Still, she could hear the warmth he probably intended.

She typed: Glad you enjoyed it x

Looked at the kiss.

People used them. Bev put two on messages about stock deliveries. It did not mean anything in particular.

She sent it and bent to tie her other shoe.
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Chapter 2
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By half past eight the next morning, Martin had told Sana about his knee.

There had been no obvious route to the knee. At eleven the previous evening he had said goodnight. At seven he had wished her a lovely Saturday. At eight seventeen he had mentioned that he used to run, which would perhaps have been the moment to leave the conversation unattended. She had asked what happened.

Now she knew.

She lay under the duvet holding the phone above her chest, scrolling through an account of a consultant who had been dismissive and a hill near his house that had become a personal enemy.

Nothing in it was offensive. He had not asked for a photograph or used a word she would have to delete from the preview before leaving her phone on a table. He was simply answering the question she had asked.

She typed: That sounds frustrating.

Three dots appeared at once.

Downstairs, her father called her name.

‘Coming.’

‘Your washing’s finished.’

‘Coming.’

‘That’s what you said when it started.’

She put the phone face down. The mattress buzzed against her arm.

* * *
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IN THE KITCHEN, IMRAN was removing a wooden skewer from the toaster with the concentration of a man disarming something expensive.

‘Unplug it,’ Sana said.

‘It is unplugged.’

‘At the wall.’

He glanced at the socket, then reached behind the kettle.

‘Obviously.’

Her mother, sitting at the table with her work shoes still on, raised one eyebrow without looking up from her phone.

Shabnam worked three mornings a week on the counter at a pharmacy. She was due there in half an hour and had already bought milk, then found a text from her husband asking where they kept the spare milk. Her capacity for tenderness was not exhausted, but she was rationing it.

‘There’s tea,’ she told Sana. ‘It might need a spoon to stand it up.’

Sana poured some anyway.

‘How did it go?’ Imran asked.

She opened the bread bin.

‘Good.’

‘The filming.’

‘I know.’

‘You’ve said good like I asked about a filling.’

She took out a slice of bread, remembered the toaster was in surgery, and put it back.

‘It went well. I was nervous at the beginning.’

‘How many people?’

‘Watching? It changed. Sixteen at one point.’

He nodded, making an effort not to show whether sixteen was a large or small number in his view. She loved him briefly for the effort.

‘All paying?’

‘They subscribe. Monthly.’

‘For the dancing?’

‘Yes.’

It was true. She watched him turn the toaster upside down over a plate. A quantity of crumbs emerged that suggested they had been storing a second loaf inside it.

‘Online,’ she added, unnecessarily.

Shabnam put her phone down.

‘Are these people you know?’

‘Some might be. Mostly not.’

‘And can they see where you are?’

‘They can see a studio wall.’

‘I mean your address.’

‘No, Mum.’

‘All right. You say studio wall as if I should know what information comes out of a wall.’

Sana sat. The tea was strong enough to leave a dryness behind her teeth.

She had told them she was making paid dance videos. She had not shown them the page. Until last night she could describe the arrangement in words that made it sound roughly like renting a film. The requests, the exposed back, the little kiss beside a message about a knee: none of it fitted the explanation as comfortably.

Her mother nudged the butter towards her.

‘Eat before work.’

Imran retrieved a compressed corner of toast and held it up.

‘Found it.’

‘Wonderful,’ Shabnam said. ‘Now we can all move on.’

* * *
[image: ]


THE SHOP OPENED AT ten. By ten twelve, a woman had asked whether a blouse came in a colour that made her look less recently divorced.

Bev glanced at Sana.

‘We’ve got green.’

‘Does green do that?’ the woman asked.

‘Depends who you divorced.’

She laughed, and Bev led her towards the changing rooms with three options, none of them green.

Sana liked Saturdays when they were busy enough. There were decisions to make and answers she knew. The smaller size pulled across the back. The trousers would loosen slightly at the waist but would not acquire extra length through positive thinking. They could hold something until closing, and no, closing did not become flexible because somebody’s husband was still looking for parking.

She had been at Bellwether for two years and nine months. Long enough to know which light in the changing rooms was cruel, which customers needed conversation, and which would rather remove a limb than ask for a larger size.

At eleven she sold a jacket to a man who had come in to avoid the rain. She found a loose button before he did and secured it while he waited.

‘You’re wasted here,’ he said, apparently as thanks.

‘Card or cash?’

When he left, she felt mean. He had meant she was good. People had a peculiar way of saying it.

Bev returned a hanger to the rail.

‘How was your thing?’

‘Good.’

‘You’ve got a new word. I’m pleased.’

Sana looked towards the office. Howard was on the phone about a delivery that had arrived with half the promised socks.

‘Twenty-seven subscribers now,’ she said quietly.

‘How many did you start with?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘Four people liked what they saw, then.’

‘Or they couldn’t work out how to leave.’

‘Don’t do that.’

Bev’s voice had changed just enough to embarrass her.

‘What?’

‘Make me argue with a compliment. I’m busy.’

She handed Sana a box of security tags and went to help a woman who was turning a dress inside out in search of evidence.

Sana carried the box to the counter. Her phone was in her locker, where it belonged, but she had left notifications on. Through the thin wall beside the till she thought she heard it buzz.

Possibly somebody else’s. Possibly a van reversing outside.

She counted twelve tags and put them in the wrong drawer.

* * *
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ON HER BREAK, SHE ATE a cheese sandwich on the plastic chair behind the stockroom door and opened Sidelight.

Martin had sent a photograph of his dog.

The relief was so immediate she laughed.

‘What?’ Bev asked from the kettle.

‘A dog.’

‘They do that sometimes.’

There were other messages. A request she deleted. A brief thank-you from Mags. NorthStar asking when the next live would be. Two new subscriptions and one subscription ended early, which she looked at longer than the new ones.

The cancelled account had no photograph. She visited it anyway, as if somewhere there might be an explanation she could improve herself against.

‘You eating the phone or the sandwich?’ Bev asked.

Sana locked the screen.

‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise to me. Eat your lunch.’

Bev put a mug beside her and sat on an unopened box of scarves.

‘Is it making money?’

‘Some. Not proper money yet.’

‘What’s improper about it?’

‘Expenses. I’m paying for the studio. And classes. It’s not a wage.’

‘Yet.’

Sana lifted a shoulder.

‘Maybe.’

She redid the calculation. Twenty-eight people at nine pounds was two hundred and fifty-two before fees and costs. More than zero. Less than independence. She could make the number feel generous or pathetic according to what she put beside it.

Bev took a careful sip of tea.

‘You thinking of dropping a Saturday?’

Sana looked up too quickly.

‘I haven’t said anything to Howard.’

‘Neither have I. I’m asking because my daughter’s changing her shifts next month. If you want fewer hours, tell me before the rota goes up. I might want some.’

‘Not yet,’ Sana said.

‘Fine.’

‘It might not turn into anything.’

‘Then you’ll still know how to put a blouse on a hanger.’

Bev checked the time and stood. Sana finished her sandwich without unlocking the phone, which felt briefly like an achievement and therefore probably wasn’t.

* * *
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LEAH RANG AT FOUR TWENTY, when Sana was on her second break, and began with an apology.

‘You’re not asking me to wear the silver trousers again.’

‘They’ve gone back. We’re all safe.’

Behind Leah, someone called for a roll of tape.

‘I’ve been meaning to send you something. Eli’s doing a piece.’

Sana straightened in the chair.

‘Eli Mercer?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s still here?’

‘People are allowed to live outside London.’

‘You’re saying that from a van you came up from London in.’

‘And it’s lovely. Spacious. Terrible coffee facilities.’

Eli had been two years above them at university. Sana remembered him dancing with a woman much taller than he was and somehow making the difference look like her advantage. She also remembered kissing him at a party, although kissing might have been an ambitious description of an event interrupted by somebody needing the bathroom.

She had thought about it longer than the event deserved.

‘What sort of piece?’

‘Duet. About twelve minutes. He’s got a slot at the Yard in six weeks. Small development budget. He needs somebody to make it with him, not just learn steps.’

‘Why me?’

‘He saw the lighting film.’

‘Which is mostly me standing beside a lamp.’

‘He asked who you were. I told him. Then I sent the other clip.’

Sana pressed a thumb into the edge of her sandwich wrapper.

‘You could have asked.’

‘It’s on your public account.’

‘I know.’

Leah waited. Somewhere near her, something metallic fell over.

‘I didn’t send him your paid page,’ she said. ‘If that’s what you’re asking.’

‘It wasn’t.’

It had been close enough that she regretted the speed of the answer.

‘He’s got studio time tomorrow afternoon. He can pay thirty pounds for a try-out, whether you both want to continue or not. I said I’d ask. That’s all.’

Thirty pounds. A room. Somebody who knew what he was looking at.

‘Is he auditioning other people?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Right.’

‘Sana. Talk to him. You don’t have to decide the rest of your life before I send you a number.’

She said yes to the number.

After the call, she searched for his account before reading the message Leah sent. His hair was shorter. There was a photograph of him carrying a stack of chairs, another of him beside a woman in a yellow coat. Sana enlarged that one, then disliked herself enough to close it.

His message arrived while she was still holding the phone.

Hi Sana. Leah says you might be interested. Sunday 2–3.30? We can talk first. No need to prepare anything.

The last sentence made her want to prepare everything.

* * *
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AT HOME, SHABNAM WAS standing on a dining chair, taking down the curtains.

‘Don’t start,’ she said when Sana came in.

‘I haven’t said anything.’

‘Your face has.’

Sana put her bag down and held the chair. Her mother unhooked the last ring and let the fabric fall into her arms.

‘Why today?’

‘Because I’m here today. Put those on the table.’

The room looked unexpectedly bare without them. Across the road, somebody’s television flickered blue against a wall.

‘You could close the blinds,’ Sana said.

‘They’re watching their own television.’

Her mother climbed down, took the curtains back, and inspected a hem.

‘There’s another dance job,’ Sana said.

Shabnam looked at her.

‘Already?’

‘Maybe. I’m meeting someone tomorrow.’

‘The same people?’

‘No. Someone from university.’

‘Paid?’

‘A little.’

Her mother nodded and reached for the sewing tin.

‘Good.’

‘You don’t have to sound surprised.’

‘I sounded pleased. Let me know which face is permitted.’

Sana sat. On the table lay a new roll of pale blue fabric.

‘What’s that for?’

‘The little room.’

‘What’s wrong with the curtains in there?’

‘They’re brown.’

‘They’ve always been brown.’

‘Exactly.’

Shabnam found her scissors. Sana watched her measure a length of thread against her arm.

‘Will I need to pay more towards the house if I start earning more?’

Her mother stopped.

‘Are you earning more?’

‘Not really. I’m asking.’

‘Then ask when there’s something to ask about.’

‘I just want to know.’

Shabnam put down the thread.

‘We’re not waiting outside your room with a bill, Sana.’

‘I didn’t say you were.’

‘Your father told you to keep the money from the filming. For your classes.’

‘I did.’

‘Then why are we having an argument about money you haven’t got?’

Sana looked towards the bare window. She had expected practicality to support her, as it usually did. Instead it was sitting opposite her with scissors.

‘It costs a lot to keep trying.’

Her mother’s expression softened, which was worse.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know.’

She picked up the curtain again. For a while Sana passed her pins.

* * *
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IN HER BEDROOM, SANA opened the folder on her laptop marked DANCE FINAL, a title that had once referred to an assessment rather than a period of her life.

There were old rehearsal videos, music files, a photograph of six women in coats outside a studio. She remembered the cold more clearly than the choreography.

After graduation she had applied for jobs for eleven months. Not nothing. She needed to remember that. She had travelled, waited, danced, smiled when asked to do it once more. Once she had been released before lunch and spent the money she had saved for lunch on a train home instead.

Then came the application she never finished. No disaster. No family emergency. She had filmed the material twice, watched it, and decided it needed another day.

The deadline passed on a Thursday while she was in the bath.

She remembered feeling relieved.

Her phone lit up. Martin had sent a short video of the dog trying to get onto a sofa.

She smiled despite herself, then turned the screen down and answered Eli.

Sunday works. See you there.

She added a question about what to bring, deleted it because he had already said, and sent the message.

Her father passed the open door carrying the hoover attachment nobody ever used.

‘You need the car tomorrow?’ he asked.

‘No. I can get the bus.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Rehearsal. Well, to meet someone about one.’

He nodded.

‘What time?’

‘Two.’

‘Car’s here until five if you change your mind.’

He continued down the hall. She had been ready to explain why this was worth doing, how little it cost, why it might lead somewhere. He had left before she could use any of it.

‘Thanks,’ she called.

‘If you take it, put petrol in.’

There. Something she knew how to answer.

Then she put clean rehearsal clothes in her bag.

The trousers she chose had a small hole near one pocket. She took them downstairs, found a needle in her mother’s tin, and sat under the kitchen light to mend it.
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Chapter 3
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Eli opened the studio door holding a banana and wearing the expression of somebody who had expected another ten minutes.

‘You’re early.’

‘Seven minutes.’

‘Specific.’

‘Would you like me to wait outside and become punctual?’

‘No. Come in.’

He stepped back. Sana passed close enough to notice that he smelled of coffee and something clean. She had remembered him taller, then realised she had last seen him in boots and was now comparing two people in socks.

The room was at the back of a small arts building, up a flight of stairs with a landing too narrow for two people to pass without apologising. It had a sprung floor, a wall of mirrors partly covered by a curtain, and a window looking onto the backs of other buildings. No flattering view. Good light.

‘Leah said you were local again,’ he said.

‘Still. I never really left.’

‘Right.’

He did not ask her to explain the difference.

She put her bag beside the wall. He folded the banana skin into itself and looked for a bin.

‘You can eat,’ she said.

‘Finished.’

‘You’ve thrown half away.’

‘It was a disappointing banana.’

There was a silence in which they both remembered, she thought, the party. He might only have been remembering where the bin was.

‘Good to see you,’ he said.

‘You too.’

He smiled properly then, and she had to stop arranging her sweatshirt.

* * *
[image: ]


THEY SAT ON THE FLOOR while he explained the piece.

Twelve minutes, possibly ten if twelve turned out to be wishful thinking. A mixed evening at the Yard in six weeks. Four pieces, a small audience, a handful of people who booked or supported other work. No promise that any of them would fall in love with it and finance their lives.

‘I’ve got the slot and a little development money,’ he said. ‘Enough to pay you four hundred and eighty for the rehearsals and performance. Today’s separate. Travel on top, within reason.’

‘How much rehearsal?’

‘Two sessions a week. Tuesdays, six till eight. Sundays, two till five. One technical rehearsal in the final week.’

She did the calculation before she could stop herself. He saw.

‘It’s not a fortune.’

‘No.’

‘I’d rather say that now.’

‘Good.’

Four hundred and eighty was nearly twice what the page currently showed. It was also six weeks, travel, tired legs before shifts, and a room full of people who might not clap because they had paid to enjoy themselves.

She wanted to say yes before he described the dance. That seemed like information worth keeping to herself.

‘What’s it about?’

He rubbed a hand over his face.

‘I’ve written an answer for the application. Do you want that or the useful one?’

‘How different are they?’

‘The application has more nouns.’

She laughed.

‘Two people trying to get comfortable in the same small space,’ he said. ‘Who gets out of the way. Who assumes somebody else will. I’ve got a
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